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H o l y ,  A n c i e n t ,  C h a o t i c  K a t h m a n d u  
R O B E R T A  S I M O N E  
A t  C h r i s t m a s  b r e a k  I  w e n t  t o  K a t h m a n d u  t o  v i s i t  m y  d a u g h t e r  S k y e ,  w h o  i s  t h e r e  
f o r  a  y e a r  s t u d y i n g  t h e  N e p a l i  c u l t u r e  a n d  l a n g u a g e .  I  w a s  g o i n g  t o  b e  t r a n s p o r t e d  
e x a c t l y  h a l f w a y  a r o u n d  t h e  g l o b e .  T o  g e t  t h e r e  y o u  c a n  f l y  e a s t  - f r o m  N e w  Y o r k  
t o  L o n d o n  t o  F r a n k f u r t  t o  A t h e n s  t o  K a r a c h i  - o r ,  a s  I  w a s  g o i n g  t o  d o ,  w e s t  -
f r o m  S e a t t l e  t o  T o k y o  t o  B a n g k o k  a n d  f i n a l l y  t o  K a t h m a n d u :  e i t h e r  w a y  i t  t a k e s  a b o u t  
2 4  h o u r s .  
R o y a l  T h a i  A i r l i n e s  t r e a t s  i t s  p a s s e n g e r s  l i k e  r o y a l t y :  i t s  f o r m a l l y  d r e s s e d  a t t e n d a n t s  
b o w  a s  t h e y  b r i n g  y o u  h o t  w e t  t o w e l s  a n d  l a v e n d e r  s l i p p e r s  i n  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  a  c o m -
f o r t a b l e  a n d  s p l e n d i d  f o u r  c o u r s e  d i n n e r .  T o k y o  a i r p o r t  i s  a l l  s p e e d y  e f f i c i e n c y ,  a n d  
B a n g k o k  a i r p o r t  i s  a l l  g r a c i o u s  e f f i c i e n c y .  I n  a l l ,  t h e  t r i p  d i d n ' t  p r e p a r e  m e  f o r  t h e  c h a o s  
t h a t  i s  K a t h m a n d u ,  a n d  n e i t h e r  d i d  t h e  f a i r y  l a n d  e x p e c t a t i o n s  a r o u s e d  i n  m e  f r o m  
a c t u a l l y  f l y i n g  a l o n g s i d e - n o t  a b o v e - t h e  s n o w - c o v e r e d  H i m a l a y a s  a n d  f r o m  t h i n k -
i n g  I  s a w ,  w h i l e  t h e  p l a n e  w a s  t a x i i n g  a l o n g  t h e  t a r m a c ,  a n  e l e p h a n t  k n e e l i n g  d o w n  
t o  r e c e i v e  r e c e n t l y  d i s e m b a r k e d  d i g n i t a r i e s .  
I n  t h e  T  r i b h u v a n  A i r p o r t  c u s t o m s  a r e a  p o r t e r s  i n  v a r i e t i e s  o f  n o n u n i f o r m s  u n l o a d e d  
o u r  b a g s  f r o m  t r u c k s ,  t o s s e d  t h e m  o n t o  c o u n t e r s ,  a n d  h o v e r e d  n e a r b y  w h i l e  t h e  c u s -
t o m s  o f f i c e r s  h e l d  o u r  s t r a n g e  i t e m s  u p  f o r  t h e i r  p a r t n e r s  t o  e x a m i n e  a n d  l a u g h  a t .  
I n  t h e  r e c e p t i o n  r o o m ,  S k y e  w a s  w a i t i n g  w i t h  y e l l o w  f l o w e r  g a r l a n d s  f o r  u s  - S k y e  
i n  a  k u r t a  ( b i l l o w y  p a j a m a  d r e s s )  a n d  s h a w l ,  w i t h  p l a s t i c  t h o n g s  o n  h e r  f e e t ,  a  r e d  
m a r k  o n  h e r  f o r e h e a d ,  s p e a k i n g  N e p a l e s e  t o  t h e  p o r t e r s  w i t h  a u t h o r i t y ,  y e t  s t i l l  s o  
o b v i o u s l y  a  W e s t e r n e r .  S h e  b a r g a i n e d  w i t h  t h e m  f o r  t h e i r  f e e  a n d  t h e n  f o r  f i v e  m i n u t e s  
w i t h  t h r e e  t a x i  d r i v e r s ,  e a c h  o f  w h o m  w a n t e d  t o  t a k e  u s  i n t o  t h e  c i t y  w i t h o u t  t h e  
m e t e r  r u n n i n g ,  a n d  w o n  a  g o o d  p r i c e  f r o m  o n e  o f  t h e m  - a b o u t  6 0  c e n t s .  
S o  w e  w e r e  o f f  j e r k i n g  a n d  s p e e d i n g  d o w n  t h e  l e f t  s i d e  o f  t h e  r o a d ,  p u s h i n g  t h e  
b u m p e r s  o f  o t h e r  s p e e d i n g  t a x i s ,  p a s s i n g  b u s s e s  t h a t  l o o k e d  l i k e  p o l i c e  v a n s ,  w i t h  p e o -
p l e  h a n g i n g  o n t o  t h e  s i d e s  o r  s i t t i n g  o n  t h e  r o o f ,  b i c y c l e s ,  m o t o r c y c l e s ,  t e m p o s  ( t h r e e  
w h e e l e d  t a x i s  b u i l t  o u t  o f  a  m o t o r c y c l e ) ;  s w e r v i n g  i n t o  o u r  o w n  l a n e  o n l y  j u s t  i n  t i m e  
t o  a v o i d  a  c o l l i s i o n  w i t h  a  t r u c k ;  s t o p p i n g  a t  s o m e  r e d  l i g h t s  b u t  n o t  a t  o t h e r s ;  c o m i n g  
u p  s h o r t  i f  a  g h u r k a  o n  t r a f f i c  d u t y  m o t i o n e d  a  s t o p  a t  a  z e b r a  c r o s s i n g  b u t  n o t  i f  
h e  d i d n ' t  - i n  w h i c h  c a s e  w e  p a r t e d  a  t h r o n g  o f  m o v i n g  p e d e s t r i a n s .  T h e n  o n t o  n a r -
r o w  c i t y  s t r e e t s ,  w h e r e  t h e  c o n s t a n t l y  b e e p i n g  h o r n  s c a t t e r e d  f o r a g i n g  c o w s  a n d  b u f f a l o s  
( I  l e a r n e d  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  b e t w e e n  t h e m  l a t e r ,  t h o u g h  I  s t i l l  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h y  y o u  c a n  
6 1  
eat the latter but n ot the former) . People edged over without a backward look: men 
carrying milk cans and lumber, women carrying huge loads of kindling or carpets, 
supported on their bent backs with straps suspended from their heads; children carry-
ing smaller children in cloth packs tied around their shoulders; Hindu holy men (sadhus) 
in dirty white wrap gowns, beards, and staffs; Buddhist monks in red or yellow, with 
shaved heads; a girl leading four or five goats; women in saris and high heels; teen-
aged boys with their arms around each other; a man wheeling a bicycle loaded with 
oranges, another pulling a cart full of cauliflower, another pedalling a tourist in a bicycle 
rickshaw. 
After checking in to our hotel, we became pedestria ns ourselves , jumping out of the 
way of beeping tax is that did n ot slow down; but now we were also prey to bicycles , 
motorcycles and tempos - the larger and the faster h ave the right of way over the 
smaller a nd slower. Being a novice, as well as both curious and squeamish, I h ad to 
look left and right, behind me, as well as d own and up, if I was to avo id being spit 
o n from an overhanging window; being bumped or bum ping into; stepping o n excre-
ment of all kinds, mud puddles o r a dead ra t; but also so as not to miss all there was 
to see. People squat on the few feet of cracked concrete, loose brick, red clay between 
Woman selling fruit and vegetables at the Assan Tole market, Kathmandu 
(photo : Roberta Simone) 
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l o a d e d  w i t h  
; t  i n  a  b i c y c l e  
1 1 g  o u t  o f  t h e  
' I  t o  b i c y c l e s ,  
v a y  o v e r  t h e  
i s h ,  I  h a d  t o  
i d  b e i n g  s p i t  
i n g  o n  e x c r e -
a l l  t h e r e  w a s  
c l a y  b e t w e e n  
1 1 d u  
k i d s  a r e  e v e r y w h e r e  
t h e i r  h o u s e s  a n d  t h e  s t r e e t ;  t h o s e  t h a t  h a v e  a  l i t t l e  e n c l o s u r e  t h a t  i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  f i r s t  
f l o o r ,  h a v e  a  t i n y  s h o p ,  f r o m  w h i c h  t h e y  s e l l  c i g a r e t t e s - b y  p a c k  o r  l o o s e - p e a n u t s ,  
v e g e t a b l e s ,  b o l t s  o f  c l o t h ,  e g g s ,  b e e r ,  c o m i c  b o o k s ,  o r  p l a s t i c  s h o e s .  A  m a n  c r o u c h i n g  
n e x t  t o  h i s  h a n d - p u m p e d  s e w i n g  m a c h i n e  w i l l  m a k e  y o u  a  p a i r  o f  d r a w - s t r i n g  p a n t s  
o n  t h e  s p o t .  T h o s e  w i t h o u t  s h o p s  s q u a t  o n  g r a s s  m a t s  i n  l i t t l e  c o u r t y a r d s ,  w e i g h i n g  
s m a l l  b u m p y  o r a n g e s  o r  s i x - i n c h  b a n a n a s  o n  s c a l e s ,  o r ,  b e t w e e n  c u s t o m e r s ,  w a r m i n g  
· t h e i r  h a n d s  o v e r  b u r n i n g  b i t s  o f  w o o d ,  s h a w l s  w r a p p e d  o v e r  t h e i r  s h o u l d e r s  a n d  s o m e -
t i m e s  h e a d s  - b o t h  m e n  a n d  w o m e n ,  o f t e n  w i t h  b a b i e s  i n  t h e i r  l a p s .  
I f  t h e  s u n  i s  s h i n i n g ,  w o m e n  w a s h  t h e i r  h a i r  o r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  o r  t h e  f a m i l y  c l o t h e s  
o n  th~ s t r e e t ,  b e f o r e  t h e i r  d w e l l i n g s ,  w i t h  b r o w n  s o a p  m o l d e d  i n t o  t h e  s i z e  a n d  s h a p e  
o f  a  s o f t b a l l .  T h e  w a t e r  i s  d r a w n  f r o m  a  c o u r t y a r d  w e l l  o r  a  n e i g h b o r h o o d  t a p .  O r  
t h e y  s i t  t o g e t h e r  s e a r c h i n g  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  h a i r  f o r  l i c e  o r  s p i n n i n g  t u f t s  o f  w o o l  i n t o  y a r n  
o n  a  h a n d  l o o m  o r  k n i t t i n g  b r i g h t  w o o l  i n t o  s w e a t e r s ,  s o c k s  o r  c a p s  f o r  t h e  t o u r i s t s ,  
o r  n u r s i n g  o t  o i l i n g  a  b a b y .  M e a n w h i l e  k i d s  a r e  e v e r y w h e r e  - l i t t l e  o n e s  o f t e n  w i t h -
o u t  p a n t s - r u n n i n g  a f t e r  a n d  p r o d d i n g  w h e e l s  w i t h  s t i c k s ,  k i c k i n g  h o m e - m a d e  h a c k y -
s a c k s ,  c h a s i n g  c h i c k e n s ,  t r y i n g  t o  r i d e  a  b i g  d o g  o r  p i c k i n g  u p  a  p u p p y ,  j u m p i n g  i n t o  
b a l e s  o f  s t r a w ,  r u n n i n g  t o g e t h e r  a n d  l a u g h i n g ,  l i n i n g  u p  i n  d e l i g h t  t o  h a v e  t h e i r  p i c -
t u r e s  t a k e n .  A  t e n - y e a r - o l d  w i t h  a  y o u n g e r  s i b l i n g  o n  h o a r d  i s  n o t  i n  t h e  l e a s t  d e t e r r e d  
f r o m  a l l  t h i s  a c t i v i t y .  
A n d  t h e r e  a r e  a l w a y s  a n i m a l s :  c h i c k e n s  s c r a t c h i n g  a r o u n d  o r  f l e e i n g  f r o m  t h e  c h i l -
d r e n ,  p i g s  r o o t i n g  i n  t h e  r i v e r  b a n k ,  c o w s  e a t i n g  t h e  v e g e t a b l e  g a r b a g e ,  g o a t s  b u t t i n g  
e a c h  o t h e r ,  d o g s  c o p u l a t i n g ,  p u p p i e s  s n u f f l i n g  a t  t h e i r  p r o m i n e n t l y  t e a t e d  m o t h e r s  
- e v e r y w h e r e  t h e r e  s e e m e d  t o  b e  f e c u n d i t y .  A n i m a l s  a r e  n o t  c o l l a r e d  o r  f e t t e r e d  o r  
s h u t  u p ;  t h e  o w n e r s  m u s t  k n o w  t h e m  b y  f a c e ;  p e r h a p s  t h e  d o g s  a r e  c o m m u n a l .  A l l  
t h e  t i m e  I  w a s  i n  N e p a l  I  c o u l d n ' t  e a t  m e a t ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  a n i m a l s  s e e m e d  t o  b e  r e s i -
d e n t s ,  c i t i z e n s ,  s o  i n t i m a t e  w e r e  t h e y  w i t h  h u m a n  b e i n g s  ( t h o u g h  t h e  N e p a l i s  a r e n ' t  
s e n t i m e n t a l  a b o ; J t  a n i m a l s  a n d  o n l y  o n e  H i n d u  s e c t  i s  c o m p l e t e l y  v e g e t a r i a n ) .  P e r -
h a p s  a n o t h e r  r e a s o n  w h y  I  d i d  n o t  f i n d  m e a t  a p p e t i z i n g  w a s  t h a t  I  o f t e n  s a w  b u f f a l o  
s h i n s ,  h o o v e s ,  a n d  g u t s ,  y e l l o w - d y e d  g o a t  h e a d s  w i t h  h o r n s  a n d  e y e s  i n t a c t ,  a n d  s k i n n y  
c h i c k e n  n e c k s  a n d  f e e t  s p r e a d  o u t  f o r  s a l e  o n  t h e  g r o u n d .  N o  d o u b t  t h e  b e t t e r  c u t s  
g o  t o  r e s t a u r a n t s .  
T h e  t o u r i s t s  a r e  a  y o u n g e r ,  h a r d i e r  l o t  t h a n  y o u  f i n d  e l s e w h e r e ,  p r o b a b l y  m o r e  G e r -
m a n s  a n d  A u s t r a l i a n s  t h a n  A m e r i c a n s ,  a n d  m o s t l y  w e a r i n g  N e p a l i  b r i g h t  s t r i p e d  
s w e a t e r s  a n d  h i k i n g  b o o t s  a n d  j e a n s ,  i n  N e p a l  m a i n l y  t o  g o  t r e k k i n g  i n  t h e  H i m a l a y a s ,  
u p  t o  t h e  b a s e  c a m p s  o f  E v e r e s t  o r  A n n a p u r n a .  M a n y  a r e  s t u d e n t s  t a k i n g  t i m e  o u t  
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from school to see the world, but I also met a fifty year old widow who quit her job 
as a librarian in California, sold her house, and decided to spend a few years in Asia 
on her own. There is a great deal of camaraderie among the foreign visitors; often 
they come alone but end up going around with new friends. It is also interesting to 
hear a Japanese and a German conversing together in English, the current "lingua 
franca." (Will French one day be considered the "lingua anglica?"). 
In the Thamel section, where tourist guesthouses and restaurants abound, there is 
one shop after another with merchandise prominently displayed, selling carpets, jewelry, 
masks, puppets, thongkas (Tibetan scroll paintings), sweaters, books, cloth, leather 
goods, trekking equipment. A passing look brings the owner to your side, offering 
you a good price, while at your elbow is a strolling peddler wanting to sell you a curved 
knife, a necklace of lapus lazuli, or a hand-made fiddle; and someone else is wanting 
to polish your sneakers. I had thought that the Black Market was a literal place that 
you had to inquire about surreptitiously and be led to secretly, hut it isn't: "Wish to 
exchange American dollars, Madam?" is the question asked of you every few paces. 
Inside almost any shop there is someone eager to give you three more rupees (about 
twelve cents) for the dollar than the bank will - or indeed can. Hotel bills can be 
paid only in "hard" currencies -not rupees, Italian lire or Greek drachmas for some 
reason -so as to ensure the king's getting a good cut from tourist dollars or pounds 
or marks or yen. 
The guesthouses are pretty stark. The Kathmandu Guest House, where I stayed for 
fifteen dollars a night, had a lovely enclosed courtyard, but its stone floors and walls 
radiated cold from the 40 degree temperature at night and 60 degrees during the day. 
I wasn't sure that the sheets had been changed since the last guest; the one threadbare 
towel was damp and stained; and the shower, warm for only about three minutes, 
ran down over the toilet to a drain in the middle of the floor. In the restaurant next 
door, I had to take a deep breath and try to ignore the smell of urine coming from 
somewhere, the black crack in the teacup, the unwashed hands and clothes of the 
waiter, to hope I could avoid having to use the toilet- no more than a hole in the 
floor - and to find something to eat that was peeled and cooked and not animal: 
usually wheat porridge, boiled eggs and tea for breakfast; rice, curried lentils, cauliflower 
and broccoli for dinner. 
Freak Street, where the hippies used to hang out, has very good Nepali versions 
of pizza and even spinach linguini. And brownies are still very popular, though the 
contemporary versions skip the hashish. Water is absolutely unsafe to drink, the water 
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1 k ,  t h e  w a t e r  
N e p a l e s e  a r e  a l w a y s  w i t h i n  a  f e w  f e e t  o f  a  h o l y  p l a c e  
l i n e s  h a v i n g  b e e n  b u i l t  t o o  c l o s e  t o  t h e  s e w a g e  l i n e s .  W i n e  i s  n o t  a v a i l a b l e ,  b u t  o f  
t h e  v e r s i o n s  o f  b e e r ,  S t a r  b r a n d ,  w h i c h  d o e s  n o t  t a s t e  l i k e  f o r m a l d e h y d e ,  i s  q u i t e  g o o d .  
A n d  y o u  c a n  b u y  b o t t l e s  o f  m i n e r a l  w a t e r ,  w h i c h  y o u  t h e n  t a k e  b a c k  t o  y o u r  h o t e l  
t o  b r u s h  y o u r  t e e t h  w i t h .  
T h e r e  a r e  l u x u r y  h o t e l s  i n  K a t h m a n d u ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  f o r  t h e  t o u r  g r o u p s  t h a t  c o m e  
t o  s e e  t h e  h i g h  s p o t s  a n d  d o n ' t  s t a y  l o n g .  I n  t h e i r  r e s t a u r a n t s  w a i t e r s  w e a r  g o l d  b r a i d e d  
b l u e  u n i f o r m s  a n d  w h i t e  g l o v e s .  A  d o u b l e  r o o m  c o s t s  a b o u t  a  h u n d r e d  d o l l a r s  a  n i g h t ,  
p e r h a p s  a  t h i r d  o f  t h e  a v e r a g e  N e p a l i ' s  a n n u a l  s a l a r y .  I t  d o e s n ' t  s e e m  r i g h t  t h a t  t h e r e  
s h o u l d  b e  s o  m u c h  l u x u r y  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  p o v e r t y .  I t  i s n ' t  m o r a l  e i t h e r  t h a t  t h e  r i c h  
r i d e  i n  a u t o m o b i l e s  w h o s e  f u m e s  s p e w  b l a c k  f r o m  e x h a u s t  p i p e s ,  c a u s i n g  p e d e s t r i a n s  
t o  h o l d  s c a r v e s  o v e r  t h e i r  m o u t h s .  N o r  t h a t  t h e  t w o  p r o m i n e n t  A m e r i c a n  c o r p o r a -
t i o n s  i n  N e p a l  a r e  P e p s i  C o l a  a n d  C o r n  C u r l s .  N o r  t h a t  t h o u s a n d s  o f  p l a s t i c  b a g s  
n o w  l i t t e r  t h e i r  s t r e e t s  a n d  p a r k s .  S o  m u c h  f o r  o u r  W e s t e r n  i n f l u e n c e  a n d  p r o g r e s s ,  
I  t h o u g h t ,  y e t  r e m e m b e r e d  t h a t  w e  a l s o  a r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  f r e e  p u b l i c  v a c c i n a t i o n s  
f o r  c h o l e r a  a n d  m e n i n g i t i s  - m a y b e  t h e r e ' s  b e e n  a  t r a d e - o f f  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  d i s e a s e s  
f o r  n e w  o n e s .  
K a t h m a n d u  i s  a  w o r l d  I  c o u l d  n e v e r  h a v e  i m a g i n e d ,  b u t  w h i c h  s o m e t i m e s  n o w  s e e m s  
m o r e  r e a l ,  m o r e  h u m a n ,  t h a n  d o e s  t h e  n e a t  r o w  o f  h o u s e s  a n d  t h e  q u i e t  s t r e e t  o f  
G r a n d  H a v e n  t h a t  I  c a n  l o o k  o u t  o n t o  f r o m  w h e r e  I  s i t  w r i t i n g .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  m i d d l e -
c l a s s  s m a l l  t o w n  A m e r i c a  s e e m s  s o  p a c k a g e d :  t h e  h o u s e s  o n  m y  s t r e e t  a r e  a l l  s h u t  u p  
a n d  s e p a r a t e  f r o m  e a c h  o t h e r ;  o n l y  a n  o c c a s i o n a l  - a n d  c l e a n l y  d r e s s e d  - w a l k e r  
o r  j o g g e r  g o e s  b y ;  i t  i s  q u i e t  a n d  t h e  a i r  i s  f r e s h .  I  a m  n o t  s o  r o m a n t i c  a s  t o  w i s h  t o  
t r a d e  o u r  s a n i t a t i o n  a n d  p r i v a c y  f o r  t h e  c r o w d s  a n d  d i r t  a n d  a b a n d o n e d  e x c r e m e n t ,  
t h e  s m e l l  o f  s e w a g e ,  b u t  I  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e  N e p a l i  s t r e e t s ,  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  a l l  k i n d s  
o f  l i v e s ,  t h e  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  n e e d  t o  s u r v i v e  d a y  b y  d a y ,  t h e  a c c e p -
t a n c e  o f  d i s e a s e ,  p o v e r t y  a n d  d e a t h .  
T h e r e ,  o v e r  a l l ,  t h r o u g h  a l l ,  i s  a  m y s t e r i o u s  a n d  a w e s o m e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  
G o d .  T h e  N e p a l e s e  a r e  a l w a y s  w i t h i n  a  f e w  y a r d s  o f  a  h o l y  p l a c e  - b i g  o n e s  t a k i n g  
u p  a  w h o l e  h i l l t o p  ( B u d d h i s t )  o r  r i v e r s i d e  ( H i n d u )  o r  c o u r t y a r d  ( e i t h e r ) ;  h u n d r e d s  o f  
s m a l l  o n e s  t u c k e d  i n t o  c o r n e r s ,  t a c k e d  o n t o  b u i l d i n g s ,  s t a n d i n g  f r e e  i n  t h e  l e a s t  b i t  
o f  o p e n  s p a c e ,  b u t  n e v e r  s h u t  o f f  f r o m  d a i l y  l i f e  o r  r e l e g a t e d  t o  a  s p e c i a l  d a y  o f  t h e  
w e e k :  c o w s  w a l k  i n t o  a n d  a r o u n d  t h e m ;  d o g s  s l e e p ,  m e n  s e l l  t o m a t o s ,  w o m e n  w i n -
n o w  g r a i n ,  c h i l d r e n  p i t c h  c o i n s  a l o n g s i d e  o t h e r s ;  a n d  p e o p l e  s t o p  a n d  p r a y  a t  t h e m ,  
t a k e  a  b i t  o f  y e l l o w  o r  r e d  d y e  f r o m  w i t h i n  t o  s m e a r  o n  t h e i r  f o r e h e a d  a n d  h a i r .  H o w  
c a n  y o u  n o t  h a v e  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  G o d  i s  r i g h t  t h e r e  t o o ,  t h a t  G o d  i n c l u d e s  d i r t  a n d  
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garbage a nd disease and death and cows and chickens: God includes all life and all 
lives , the cycles over and over aga in of procreation and death. No wonder there are 
so many manifestations of God in sculpture and painting: from Ganesh, the elephant-
headed God, to dancing God with six arms, to Goddess Kali with knives and skulls, 
to golden meditating Buddha. 
The most ancient shrine in the valley is Swayambhunath, the Buddhist Temple com-
plex to which daily many pi lgrims come, climbing up the three-hundred step sta ir-
case, passing huge golden painted Buddhas, stone carved an imals, live monkeys, beggars, 
children running aro und their mothers a nd fathers, who chip the sacred letter ohm 
into stones to sell, o r weave co lo rful cotton belts. At the top are numerous shrines 
and statues, Buddhas in niches fenced round with prayer wheels to spin. On the spires 
of th e stup as (shrines) are painted the huge staring eyes of God. Also at the top fami-
lies live behind their shops, selling pepsi-cola and hand-held prayer wheels, puppets 
and masks, jewelry a nd paintings. 
Pashupatinath, Nepal's most sacred shrin e, is Hindu and consists of man y temples 
built alo ngside the Bagmati Ri ver. Groups of cows roam freely here, are fed by the 
attendants, as are numerous monkeys that climb all about, oft en fighting with wan-
Stupa in the Assan T ole market, Kathmandu 
(photo: Roberta Simone) 
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T h e y  h a d  l e a r n e d  h o w  t o  m a k e  a  W e s t e r n e r  f e e l  g u i l t y  
d e r i n g  d o g s .  F a m i l i e s  c a m p  i n  s o m e  o f  t h e  t e m p l e s ,  w a s h i n g  t h e i r  c l o t h e s  o r  t h e m -
s e l v e s  d o w n s t r e a m ,  o r  d r i n k i n g  t h e  s a c r e d  w a t e r  u p s t r e a m ,  w h i l e  w a i t i n g  f o r  a  s i c k  
r e l a t i v e  t o  d i e  a n d  b e  c r e m a t e d  i n  a  p y r e  o n  a  g h a t ,  a  s t o n e  p l a t f o r m  w h i c h  e x t e n d s  
i n t o  t h e  r i v e r  - a n  e l a b o r a t e  f u n e r a l  s e r v i c e  i n  w h i c h  t h e  o l d e s t  s o n  o f f i c i a t e s  a n d  
w h i c h  d e v o u t  H i n d u s  a s  w e l l  a s  t o u r i s t s  w a t c h  f r o m  t h e  o v e r h a n g i n g  b r i d g e  o r  w a l l  
a c r o s s  t h e  r i v e r .  I t  i s  s t a r t l i n g  f o r  a n  A m e r i c a n  t o  w a t c h  t h e  p e r s o n a l  e f f e c t s  a n d  b e d -
d i n g  t h r o w n  i n t o  t h e  r i v e r ,  p u r s u e d  a n d  c a p t u r e d  b y  a  b e g g a r ,  t o  s e e  t h e  c o r p s e ' s  f e e t  
s t i c k i n g  o u t  f r o m  t h e  p y r e ,  t o  s m e l l  t h e  b u r n i n g  f l e s h ;  b u t  I  t h i n k  i t  w o u l d  b e  m o r e  
s t a r t l i n g  t o  a t t e n d  a  T i b e t a n  B u d d h i s t  f u n e r a l ,  a t  w h i c h ,  I  u n d e r s t a n d ,  t h e  b o d y  i s  
d i s m e m b e r e d  a n d  t h r o w n  t o  v u l t u r e s  o n  t h e  m o u n t a i n s i d e .  I n  b o t h  r e l i g i o n s ,  t h e  s p i r i t  
i s  m a n i f e s t l y  s t r e s s e d  a s  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  t h e  b o d y .  A t  P a s h u p a t i n a t h  t h e  f a m i l y  
p a y s  t h e  t e m p l e  a  c o w  f o r  t h e  f u n e r a l  s e r v i c e ,  o r ,  i f  t o o  p o o r ,  s e n d s  a  y o u n g  m a l e  r e l a -
t i v e  d r e s s e d  a s  a  c o w  t o  t h e  a n n u a l  w e e k - l o n g  f e s t i v a l  i n  r e m e m b r a n c e  o f  t h e  d e a d .  
T h e r e  a r e  s o m e  M u s l i m s  a b o u t  t o o  a n d  S t .  X a v i e r ' s  R o m a n  C a t h o l i c  c h u r c h ,  w h e r e  
w e  w e n t  f o r  C h r i s t m a s  m o r n i n g  m a s s ,  l e a v i n g  o u r  s h o e s  a t  t h e  e n t r a n c e ,  s i t t i n g  o n  
t h e  f l o o r ,  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  c h o i r  s i n g  C h r i s t m a s  g l o r i a s  a n d  o t h e r  a n t h e m s  i n  N e p a l e s e ,  
a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  a  h a r m o n i u m  a n d  d r u m .  G i r l s  c a r r i e d  b o w l s  o f  f l o w e r s  a n d  c a n d l e s  
t o  p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  b r o w n  B a b y  J e s u s  d o l l  a t  t h e  a l t a r .  S t .  X a v i e r ' s  s c h o o l  i s  a p p a r e n t l y  
v e r y  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  t e a c h i n g  t h e  E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e  a n d  A m e r i c a n  c u l t u r e ,  i f  I  c a n  j u d g e  
f r o m  h a v i n g  h e a r d  S k y e ' s  N e p a l i  f r i e n d  B o b b y  s i n g  " S w i n g  L o w ,  S w e e t  C h a r i o t "  f l a w -
l e s s l y .  
A l t h o u g h  ( m a y b e  b e c a u s e )  i t  i s  i l l e g a l  t o  c o n v e r t  a n y o n e ,  N e p a l  h a s  g r e a t  r e l i g i o u s  
t o l e r a n c e  a n d  i n c l u s i v i t y .  B u d d h i s t s  a n d  H i n d u s  m e r g e ,  a n d  y o u  c a n ' t  a l w a y s  t e l l  o n e  
p e r s o n  o r  o n e  t e m p l e  f r o m  a n o t h e r .  A l l  N e p a l i s  g r e e t  e a c h  o t h e r  a n d  v i s i t o r s  t o o  w i t h  
" n e m a s t e " ,  m e a n i n g ,  " T h e  p a r t  i n  m e  t h a t  i s  d i v i n e  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  p a r t  i n  y o u  t h a t  
i s  d i v i n e " ,  a s  t h e y  p l a c e  t h e i r  f i n g e r s  a n d  p a l m s  t o g e t h e r  o n  t h e i r  c h e s t s ,  b o w i n g  i n  
r e s p e c t .  F u r t h e r  u n i f y i n g  a l l  t h e  p e o p l e  b u t  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  a l l  t h e  h u m a n - b u i l t  h o u s e s  
o f  w o r s h i p  w i t h  s t a t u e s  a n d  p a i n t i n g s ,  t h e  m a j e s t i c  H i m a l a y a s ,  v i s i b l e  i n  t h e  d i s t a n c e ,  
r e p r e s e n t  a  p u r e r ,  l e s s  a c c e s s i b l e  i d e a  o f  G o d ,  o f  t h e  s u b l i m e  a n d  e t e r n a l  a s  w e l l  a s  
t h e  s q u a l i d  a n d  t h e  t e m p o r a l .  
B e g g a r s  a r e  f o u n d  e v e r y w h e r e  b u t  e s p e c i a l l y  a t  t h e  t e m p l e s ,  b e c a u s e  a l l  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  
g r o u p s  s t r e s s  c h a r i t y  t o  t h e  u n f o r t u n a t e  a s  a  h o l y  o b l i g a t i o n .  I  w a s  a d v i s e d  t o  b e  c a u -
t i o u s ,  t o  g i v e  o n l y  o n e  r u p e e .  T h a t  s e e m e d  v e r y  c h e a p ,  b u t  i t  w a s  a p p r o p r i a t e ,  b o t h  
b e c a u s e  i t  i s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  a m o u n t  t o  a  N e p a l i  - e n o u g h  f o r  a  c u p  o f  t e a  o r  a  p l a t e  
o f  r i c e  - a n d  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  m a n y  r e q u e s t s .  I t  i s  a l s o  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  g i v e  
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food (a hard-boiled egg, a dipper of uncooked rice, an orange) or some clothing; some 
consider these gifts more intimate and less demeaning. I was told to give only to adults 
- not to children, who might then be deterred from knowing they must work for 
a living. The children were hard to resist at first: they had learned how to make a 
Westerner feel guilty -they gave you wildflowers, they promised to buy pen and paper 
for school, they did not wipe their noses. But after being followed enough by little 
bands of persistent pests, who were obviously not starving, who wanted to sell you 
a stray puppy, and who ultimately were scolded by a parent coming upon them, I 
learned to be more discriminating. 
Genuine beggars included the old, the blind, the otherwise handicapped. I remem-
ber a handsome young legless man perched on a kind of skateboard, a blind grand-
father led by a boy, an old bent toothless woman, whom, upon closer examination, 
I gasped to discover was probably not much older than I am. A genuine beggar sat 
or stood quietly, did not follow you or thrust hands at you, bowed and uttered a 
"ncmaste", a dignity that recognizes each other's separate but ultimately equal state: 
in a future life the roles might be reversed. Most poignantly I remember a woman 
of perhaps sixty, who sat cheerfully every day at the gate of the Kathmandu Guest 
house, smiling and saying hello to everyone. I could never pass her by, and before 
I left Kathmandu I had given her rupees perhaps twelve times (a grand total of 48 
cents) as well as a sweater and an umbrella. She told Skye to tell me that I was so 
kind and that she would pray for me- an act of charity so infinitely greater than mine. 
Skye took us to visit the family she lived with for six weeks, farmers just outside 
the city. It consisted of a grandmother, seven children under ten years of age, a widowed 
aunt, a mother and father. Four of the girls wore identical dresses cut from the same 
bolt of red, blue and yellow cloth. The little ones were barefoot, the older ones went 
to school with shoes. The women hurried to get their shawls, the father, who was 
wearing a Camel cigarette tee shirt and topi (national hat) had to have their pictures 
taken in proper attire. They gave us lunch on the porch roof in the sunshine- fresh 
popcorn, roasted peanuts in the shell, and toasted soy beans - served on aluminum 
dishes - and a glass of hot water with honey and spices, upon all of which myriad 
flies swarmed. I remembered to cat only with my right hand and used the left as a 
non-stop fly-fan. Everything, the father announced proudly, was grown on their farm. 
Skye's friend Gregory took us to dinner to his host family. These were rich city peo-
ple, but only odd details would indicate so: an electric coffee grinder, for grinding chi-
lies and other spices; a VCR and rented Indian films. Otherwise they had little visible 
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f u r n i t u r e  - w e  s a t  o n  t h e  f l o o r .  T h e  h o u s e h o l d  w o m e n  s e r v e d  u s  a n d  t h e n  w a t c h e d  
u s  e a t  f r o m  o u r  a l u m i n u m  p l a t e s  w i t h  a  t e a s p o o n :  d e e p - f r i e d  w h o l e  l i t t l e  b i r d s  ( e a c h  
c o u l d  f i t  o n  a  t a b l e s p o o n ) ,  f l a t t e n e d  u n c o o k e d  r i c e ,  c u r r i e d  w h i t e  r a d i s h ,  y a m s ,  s p i n -
a c h ,  a n d  j e l l i e d  b u f f a l o  s k i n .  T h i s  w a s  a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  c o n s t a n t l y  r e f i l l e d  t u m b l e r s  
o f  r a k s h i ,  a  h o m e m a d e  c l e a r  g i n - l i k e  d r i n k  m a d e  o f  w h e a t  a n d  m i l l e t ,  a n d  e x t r e m e l y  
p o w e r f u l .  O c c a s i o n a l l y  t h e  m o t h e r  w o u l d  o p e n  t h e  s h u t t e r  a n d  s p i t  v e r y  l o u d l y  o u t  
t h e  w i n d o w  o n t o  t h e  s t r e e t  b e l o w .  
N e p a l  i s  r u l e d  b y  a  k i n g  w h o s e  n a m e  i s  a l m o s t  a s  l o n g  a s  t h e  n a m e  o f  t h e  k i n g  o f  
L i l l i p u t :  i t  i s  B i r e n d r a  B i r  B i k r a m  S h a h  D e v .  H i s  f a c e ,  b r i d g e d  w i t h  a v i a t o r  g l a s s e s  
a b o v e  a  d r o o p y  m o u s t a c h e  a n d  t o p p e d  b y  a  p l u m e d  h e l m e t ,  i s  e v e r y w h e r e  - o n  e v e r y  
c u r r e n c y  d e n o m i n a t i o n ,  i n  e v e r y  p u b l i c  b u i l d i n g .  H i s  b i r t h d a y  w a s  c e l e b r a t e d  o n  D e c e m -
b e r  2 8 t h  w i t h  a  t w o  h o u r  p a r a d e  o f  m a r c h i n g  g h u r k a s ,  b r a s s  b a n d s  p l a y i n g  " B r i d g e  
o v e r  t h e  R i v e r  K w a i "  a n d  t h e  t h e m e  f r o m  " B o n a n z a " ,  b u f f a l o  h o r n  a n d  f l u t e  b a n d s  
p l a y i n g  n a t i v e  m u s i c ,  p l a t o o n s  o f  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  s c o u t s ,  m o n k s ,  p o l i c e ,  a n d  o t h e r  
g r o u p s  w e a r i n g  i d e n t i c a l  s a r i s  o r  c a p s  a n d  j a c k e t s .  T h a t  d a y  a  p l a n e f u l  o f  t o u r i s t s  w a s  
s t r a n d e d  b e c a u s e  o f  s n o w  i n  a  m o u n t a i n  r e t r e a t .  T h e  k i n g  r e f u s e d  t o  s e n d  t h e  c o u n -
t r y ' s  o n e  h e l i c o p t e r  t o  r e s c u e  t h e m  b e c a u s e  h e  w a n t e d  t o  r i d e  a b o v e  t h e  c i t y  w a v i n g  
t o  t h e  c r o w d s  w h o  h a d  c o m e  t o  h e l p  h i m  c e l e b r a t e .  " M a y  y o u r  a u g u s t  p r e s e n c e  g r a c e  
N e p a l  f o r e v e r "  r e a d  b a n n e r s  s p r e a d  o v e r  t h e  s t r e e t s  b y  l o c a l  b u s i n e s s m e n .  
A f t e r  t w o  w e e k s ,  I  w a s  r e l i e v e d  t o  b o a r d  t h e  T h a i  p l a n e  t h a t  w o u l d  t a k e  m e  a w a y  
f r o m  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  e a r t h q u a k e s  a n d  d y s e n t e r y  a n d  t u b e r c u l o s i s  ( I  h a d  b e e n  i n o c u -
l a t e d  a g a i n s t  h e p a t i t i s ,  t y p h u s ,  c h o l e r a ,  m e n i n g i t i s ,  a n d  t e t a n u s ) ,  a n d  f r o m  t h e  w h i m s  
o f  t h e  k i n g .  T h e  r i d e  f r o m  B a n g k o k  t o  S e a t t l e  t o o k  f i v e  c l o c k  m i n u t e s ;  i t  h a d  t a k e n  
n e a r l y  t w o  c a l e n d a r  d a y s  f r o m  S e a t t l e  t o  B a n g k o k .  A n d  i t  w a s  t w o  w e e k s  o r  s o  b e f o r e  
I  f e l t  t r u l y  b a c k  o n  t h i s  s i d e  o f  t h e  w o r l d .  B u t  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  w o r l d  w i l l  a l w a y s  
n o w  b e  p a r t  o f  m y  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  
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